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Abstract
Youth/young adult ministry must be an incarnational priesthood: (1) leaders immersing
themselves within the group for discipleship mentoring, (2) the group itself having nurturing
fellowship (koinonia) among its own membership and within the larger church body, and (3)
the group also becoming incarnate with the outside community for service and evangelistic
outreach. This presents a challenge for young Adventists and their leaders to be incarnational
in this manner without compromising their mission, their message or their morals.
One Saturday night I was doing a police
chaplaincy ride-along with a veteran sergeant.
We checked on a lakefront nightspot that
attracted crowds of carousing college
students. Patrons had to be at least 21 years
of age to gain entrance since the
establishment sold liquor. Local high
schoolers hung around outside the club,
wistfully awaiting the night they could get
inside to join the action.
As the old sergeant and I strolled past the
loitering teens, making sure nothing illegal
was happening, he suddenly stopped, turned
to me and blurted, “All these kids! They’re just
waiting to get themselves into trouble.” He
paused and added, “I’m not religious myself,
but I know they really need church.”
He looked back in their direction and
asked aloud, “Where are the churches? They
should have something going for these kids;

some kind of community center to get them
off the streets and have some safe, clean fun
like games, music, refreshments—you know.”
Then he looked at me. “Your church
should be doing something here for them.”
Maybe that grizzled old cop was onto
something. Although unchurched himself, he
had a vision that challenged organized
religion—and specifically my Seventh-day
Adventist congregation—to become incarnate
with the community in reaching out to teens.
I confess that my church wasn’t up to the
challenge. We weren’t ready to have our few
youth and young adults (YAYAs) mingling
with their neighborhood peers.
Many church groups take their teens and
young adults overseas to do outreach ministry
in the form of mission trips, while basically
ignoring outreach in their own backyard. This
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might not be an oversight. It may seem
spiritually safer to let our YAYAs connect with
people in faraway places, where we can more
easily control or at least monitor their
interaction. Then we whisk them safely home
to live the rest of the year in a spiritually
secure bubble of Adventist teaching and
socializing.
But is it really safe for the souls of YAYAs
to be quarantined from their neighborhood
affinity group—basically living without the
inspiration of an incarnational outreach
mission? And how does a policy of
minimizing their contact with community
peers fulfill the Gospel Commission to serve
as salt and light among the lost?
I concede that there is undeniable spiritual
risk in close contact with the community. In
the book of Genesis we read how Lot learned
that the hard way. But Lot was more
commercially-minded than missional, and he
connected with the Sodom community in
compromise rather than through purposeful
outreach. Despite the dangers of interaction
with local lost people, it may be even more
risky to quench the spirit of incarnational
outreach in our YAYAs.
Can we establish safeguards to minimize
the risk of community interaction for YAYAs
while at the same time maximizing their
outreach potential? I think so. My thesis is
that the optimal model for YAYA ministry is not
a babysitting, entertainment service but an
incarnational priesthood that includes three
key strategies: (1) mature leaders immersing
themselves as discipleship mentors within the
YAYA group; (2) the group itself nurturing
fellowship (koinonia) among its own
membership and within the larger church
body; and (3) the group also becoming
incarnate with the outside community for
service and evangelistic outreach. This
presents a challenge for YAYAs and their
leaders to be incarnational in this manner

156

without compromising their mission, their
message or their morals.
First I will address the missiology of
incarnational priesthood and then describe a
2002 youth ministry project in Canada that
found success with such a model. Finally I
will offer some suggestions for praxis and
safeguards.

Christ Modeled Incarnate Ministry
Jesus came to this earth incarnate, not
just in flesh but in the human experience of
His own local culture. When it came time for
him to leave this world, he commissioned his
church to go into the world the way he had.
He prayed to His Father: “As you sent me into
the world, so I have sent them into the world”
(John 17:18 ESV), in the world but not of the
world (verses 15 and 16).
This word “sent” is apostello, the Greek
verb related to our noun “apostle.” The church
community is the apostle of Jesus,
dispatched into the world as His corporate
ambassador—just as our heavenly Father
had sent Christ as His representative.
When saving our individual souls through
faith in Christ, God’s Spirit puts us in
relationship not only with Himself, but with
each another. (See 1 John 1:3, 7.) This
relational element is not quarantined within
the Body of Christ. It bubbles and springs like
a fountain of living water that overflows from
within the church into neighborhood service
and outreach. No wonder Christ will be able
to discern his sheep visibly from those outside
his flock in the final judgment. His sheep
courageously and unselfishly involved
themselves in the needs of outsiders. (See
Matthew 25:31-46.)
Don’t make the mistake of thinking church
life as a perpetual picnic enjoyed with good
people who don’t curse in front of our kids,
suffer hangovers or fornicate. And to switch
metaphors, the church is not a luxury cruise
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ship but a lifeboat, with all hands on deck.
We are the Body of Christ, his hands and his
feet and his heart. “The love of God is shed
abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit”
(Romans 5:10). The apostle Paul further
said, “You show that you are a letter from
Christ” (2 Corinthians 3:3). To a lost and
confused world, we are Christ’s
ambassadors—incarnate representatives of
heaven.
Christ is our high priest (Hebrews 4:14),
a term that implies lesser priests here on
earth. Protestants have known this as
theological theory for the past five centuries,
ever since Martin Luther discovered
forgiveness directly from personal prayer to
God without a human priest. The whole
church is Christ’s priesthood, Luther
thundered. Yet the church, from that time
forward, has mostly missed the full meaning
of that sanctuary truth. We regard “the
priesthood of all believers” mostly as a
defensive, passive doctrine. We seem to
overlook that priests don’t just sit there; they
do something. Priests are Christ’s living,
loving connectors. Writing to a broad range of
believers, Peter wrote, “You are living stones
that God is building into his spiritual temple.
What’s more, you are his holy priests.
Through the mediation of Jesus Christ, you
offer spiritual sacrifices that please God”
(1 Peter 2:5, NLT).
The heavenly sanctuary is Christ’s human
resource center, His employment agency for
His people, young and old. On Pentecost, the
same day of his inauguration as heaven’s
high priest, Christ sent forth the Spirit from the
sanctuary to empower his church with
spiritual gifts for ministry. Thus, to be saved is
to join the priesthood of all believers. Vacation
from guilt is vocation for ministry—
incarnational nurture and outreach. Just as
Jesus lived among us to connect us with the
Father, we now seek to connect our
community to him.

Koinonia is inherently incarnational, since
its essence is mutual participation in the Spirit
for worship and service in the Body of Christ.
True priests don’t just share the theory of the
Gospel, they invest themselves into the
community of need, as Jesus did.
To summarize: The same day Jesus
became our high priest in heaven’s sanctuary,
He empowered his church as a priesthood for
ministry. This moves beyond believing the
sanctuary truth and behaving ourselves within
our Adventist bubble. New covenant priests
are heaven’s incarnate ambassadors, infused
as salt and light within a lost world. What a
contrast to the disconnected evangelist,
Jonah, who watched for God’s judgment from
the hillside outside Ninevah.
Furthermore, there is no safety in
sequestering YAYAs within a sterile spiritual
environment. When they are mentored and
empowered for spiritual service, they discover
meaning and purpose that fosters fulfillment,
maturity and stability for them in the Body of
Christ.
All this may be credible missional theory.
But how does it work out in the life of the
church, specifically with YAYA?

Practical Priesthood: A Field
Experience
One example of incarnational ministry for
youth and by youth, to which I can personally
attest, happened in 2002 at camp meeting in
the Canadian province of British Columbia. I
served as the evening speaker for the young
adults. Early in the week, a call went out at
the morning pastors’ meeting for volunteers to
mentor youth and accompany them in a daylong evangelistic outreach to the city of
Vancouver.
Youth leaders invited all teens who wished
to participate to skip recreation events and get
trained for the evangelistic adventure. Scores
responded to the challenge, including teens
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who had not previously been interested in
religious activities. Leaders laid a foundation
with several days of insightful instruction
about living for God missionally and
unselfishly, also fortifying them through
fervent worship and interaction with one
another.
Participants forsook summer fun
(swimming, tubing, canoeing) at one of the
most beautiful campgrounds in the North
America for a high stakes outreach adventure
on East Vancouver’s Hastings Street, a
dysfunctional and depressing hotbed of
ugliness and evil within an otherwise beautiful
city. What an opportunity for missional youth!
After morning worship, big yellow school
buses loaded up with kids and their adult
mentors to head downtown. Adults throughout
the campground offered prayer support;
pastors and some parents came along as
trainers and chaperones. Since Hastings
Street is one of Canada’s worst crime districts,
vigorous safeguards were in place. No groups
had fewer than four members, as I recall, and
each had at least one male teen. Each group
had to stay within sight of an adult mentor.
They could not share contact information with
people on the street. If a street person was
obviously drunk, stoned or angry, they should
avoid engagement. Despite all the cautions
taken, there remained considerable risk in this
outreach project. But the teens seemed
energized by the challenge and thrilled with
the joy of connecting directly with souls for
Christ.
It proved to be a wonderful experience!
Inspired and energized youth returned to
Hastings Street day after day during camp
meeting week, ignoring the recreational
activities they had been looking forward to all
year. Many who just came to camp meeting
for the summer fun discovered the deeper
satisfaction of serving in Christ’s priesthood.
And they became heroes among many
supportive adults at the camp ground. Not
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surprisingly, the usual teenage behavior
problems at camp meeting were greatly
reduced.
The Vancouver outreach story exemplifies
several important elements previously
presented as missional theory in this paper:
1) Incarnational mentoring – Adults who
mentored the youth were more than
babysitters. They functioned as
discipleship mentors who modeled within
the group the incarnational outreach they
taught. For example, in my group I invited
the teens to first observe me engage a
person on the street. I told them to just
jump in and take over the conversation if
they felt so impressed. And they did! At
first they just offered prayer, but soon they
were leading people to accept Christ.
Words can’t explain their excitement at
seeing souls saved through outreach.
2) Nurturing fellowship – Not only did the
teens receive discipleship mentoring from
experienced leaders, they also nurtured
each other. Instead of rivalry,
showmanship, or jockeying for position,
these young people watched out for and
supported one another, behaving with
maturity far beyond their years. Leaders
among them emerged, suddenly confident
in the Spirit, to become mentors
themselves. Teens still too timid to interact
with street people maintained the
refreshment tables at a concert in the
neighborhood park that the musically
talented ones presented.
3) Incarnate with local community – Local
street people and the cops who monitored
them couldn’t believe all the love that
unloaded from the yellow buses onto
Hastings Street. Many had prayers offered
for them by teenage intercessor priests.
Clearly, that neighborhood hadn’t
experienced such a community outreach
event in a long time.
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Conclusion: Are We Ready to be
Radical?
The Vancouver youth evangelism project
is one more story that confirms what youth
and young adult leaders are increasingly
reporting: YAYAs are eager and capable in the
Spirit to become a priesthood for incarnational
service. They are learning the Adventist
fundamental belief about the sanctuary in
practical terms—not just as doctrine but as a
living experience.
Heaven’s great high priest has
commissioned his church to be that kind of
holy priesthood, as seen on Hastings Street:
“Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in
the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents
and innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16
ESV). Yes, we must be wise—prudent to take
all appropriate precautions to preserve our
mission, message and morals. But we must
also be courageous in the Spirit.
Nothing might seem more risky than
sending out our YAYAs to do radical warfare
against the devil’s wolves. But there is greater
spiritual risk in not sending them out at all, as
attrition studies show. The most vulnerable
YAYAs are those who lack a compelling
mission in which they can lose their own lives
for the sake of experiencing and sharing the
life of Jesus. If they fail to find meaningful
mission in the church, the world has no
shortage of counterfeits.
Remember the old cop’s question posed
at the beginning of this chapter? Where is the
church when our neighbors really need us?
YAYAs are willing to be radical incarnational
servants of the sanctuary. Are we willing to
radically encourage them?
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